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Summary: 


It’s senior year of high school, and the party are still friends, Mike 
and El are still together, and everything seems great. Until the 
flashbacks, and Will coming out. Mike is conflicted, and hit with 
feelings he never had before for the boy he once considered his “best 
friend”. 


1. The first flashback. 


Author's Note: 


First chapter, my writing will probably get better as I 
go along. I can’t promise regular updates. 


“Hey.” William looks up to see a smiling boy with raven hair 
standing above him in the sandpit. 

“Hey,” he responds, the sunlight blocking his vision of the boy 
slightly. It’s hot against his pale skin all of a sudden. 

“Pm Michael Wheeler... Mike,” the boy corrects himself, “always 
Mike.” 

“Cool. I’m William Byers... Will.” 

“Wanna be friends? You’re lonely. So am I.” 

“Definitely. You’re cool, Mike.” 

Mike smiles as he haphazardly lowers himself into the pit, the silky 
sand brushing against his knees like the blankets in an expensive 
hotel room. 

“Thanks.” Except this time, it comes out as a whisper. 


Mike groans as he slams his alarm clock for a fifth time that morning. 
It’s rather dim for the middle of May, light not streaming through the 
thin fabric of his porcelain white curtains like it does most mornings. 
“Michael! You’re going to be late for school!” He hears his mother 
yell from downstairs, soliciting another, much louder, groan. 
“Coming!” He roars back, the sound ripping painfully through his 
vocal chords. It’s far too early for this, he mentally sighs, pushing 
himself reluctantly out of the comfort of his bedcovers. 


Once he’s dressed, Mike rushes around the house in a frantic search 
for his shoes. He’s sure he left them under the coffee table, but Karen 
insists otherwise, instead scolding him for getting up too late, 
therefore having less time to get ready for school. Ted half-heartedly 
agrees with everything his wife is saying, just trying to avoid another 
altercation. After what feels like hours of searching, and more than 
one “youre a senior now”, “you should be more responsible 
Michael”, the shoes are found in Karen’s room. Mike gives a smug 


smile at proving his parents wrong, then rushes out of the door, no 
time to buy lunch for the day. Oh well, he would just have to see 
what his friends would be kind enough to give him. 


“Pm serious, she’s crazy! This is the third time she’s dumped me this 
month!” Lucas exclaims, voice full of vexation. Mike is stuck next to 
him on the bus, listening to his rants about Max and her clear 
inability to control her (perfectly rational) emotions. 

“Well, maybe if you just apologised...” he trails off upon meeting the 
withering gaze of his friend. 

“Pm not apologising until she gets over this. Apparently, I can’t talk 
to other women any more!” Lucas’ voice becomes more and more 
exasperated with every word, and Mike finds himself wondering how 
Lucas can act like the victim when he is so obviously in the wrong. 
He loves his friend, but he and Max really need to break up for good. 
He imagines treating El like this, and the thought makes him visibly 
recoil, so he turns his thoughts to his friends, Lucas’ rant becoming a 
background drone. 


When the bus (finally) arrives at school, Mike practically leaps off of 
it, running to hug El. He grins at Will mid-hug, and can’t help but 
want to loosen his grip on El ever so slightly as the boy smiles back. 
He pushes away the feeling, hugging El tighter as if to prove to 
himself that he can. 

“How was the bus ride with Lucas after his latest breakup then?” Will 
asks, trying to conceal his slight laugh. 

“Horrible. I need to go back to sleep.” 

“Tell me about it. I was sat next to Max.” Mike grins as he falls into 
step with the boy beside him, laughing over the silly squabbles of 
their friends. I never want this to change, he thinks to himself, 
looking gently at Will’s smiling face. He’s thankful beyond words for 
his friends, especially after everything that’s happened in the past. 
And if Mike seems to move closer to Will with every step, nobody 
says anything. 


The day is monotonous, hours dragging by until break. Once the bell 
finally rings, Mike has risen abruptly from his seat, taking El’s hand 


and dashing out of the classroom. 

“Why so fast?” She asks, confused at his urgency. 

“Will and Dustin are on the other side of the school, we need to get 
to them fast before physics!” Ugh. Physics. Mike audibly groans at 
the thought, earning himself another funny look from El, but she 
can’t question it, because they’ve reached Will and Dustin. Well, 
they’ve run into Will and Dustin. Will is almost knocked to the floor 
in the collision, Mike catching him just before he hits the ground. 
“Jesus Mike, slow down.” Will scolds, though he’s smiling up at him 
with hilarity. 

“Sorry. Got carried away.” Mike chuckles ruefully, letting go of Will’s 
sweater. Well, his sweater, Will just never remembered to give it 
back. 

“As long as Lucas gets here soon, we should have about ten minutes.” 
He pants, looking at his watch. Will nods, and he lets go of El’s hand. 
“Did you remember your physics homework?” Will asks Mike, raising 
his eyebrows in slight laughter. Mike never remembers his physics 
homework, and it’s become a weekly routine for him to quickly copy 
Will’s before the bell rings and they sprint to class together. Once 
again, Mike’s eyes widen comedically and Will giggles gently. 
Without a word, Will’s homework is in Mike’s hand, and they’re sat 
against the wall, Will explaining each part to Mike while he grumbles 
about not understanding a word. 

“Mike, you don’t need to understand,” Will smiles, “just memorise 
the sentences and answer any questions Miss Brackley asks you.” 
Mike nods, panic visible on his face, but then Will’s shoulder brushes 
against his, and he’s grounded again. 


Taking his seat next to Mike, Will sighs heavily; he hates physics just 
as much as Mike, but at least he understands it. He zones out for a 
few minutes, trying desperately to pass the time with anything 
possible, when a flashback hits. 


“Kill. Kill. Kill everyone.” There’s pain coursing through his veins, he 
can feel a part of himself being ripped apart. He falls to the floor, 
writhing and screaming. Anything... anything just to end the agony... 


“Will!” Mike whisper-shouts into his ear, concern etched into the 
lines of his face. “Are you okay?” His eyebrows twitch upwards, and 


Will feels as if he is being searched by his chocolate brown eyes. Will 
nods quickly, before realising that he’s shaking violently. Mike’s hand 
shoots up rapidly as his eyes meet El’s. She seems to understand this 
simple gesture, because, all of a sudden, blood is dripping from 
Mike’s nose, and he’s asking Miss Brackley if he can leave to clear 
himself up. She nods curtly, and Will feels his wrist being grabbed 
roughly as Mike almost drags him out of the classroom. 

“What the hell Mike?” He raises his voice slightly as Mike drags him 
away from the classrooms and into the stairwell, where they can be 
alone. 

“You had a flashback, Will! That’s not happened in ages! Are you 
okay?” Mike almost yells, wiping the blood from his nose; El’s out of 
range, so the blood flow has halted. 

“For god’s sake, Mike, I’m fine.” Will tries to push past him and back 
to physics, but Mike secures his hand on the boy’s shoulder, pushing 
him back. He raises his eyebrows, his face painted with a look of 
distress, and Will cracks. 

“Fine. But it was just one, and it always gets worse around 
Halloween. It’s the anniversary effect, remember? Like Dr Owens 
said.” Mike nods. Of course he remembers, he can never forget the 
events of that November, but it doesn’t stop him worrying. 

“Ok, but... stay at mine tonight, just in case.” 

“But Tuesday nights are for—“ 

“Fl can go one Tuesday without a date. This is more important.” 

And when Will looks into Mike’s eyes, his gaze is beset with sincerity. 


2. girl drama 


Notes for the Chapter: 
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Byler fic chapter 2 


Will grunts with the weight of the camp bed on top of him as he 
straightens it out vigorously; he hasn’t even blown it up yet, and he’s 
been doing this for an hour. 

“Sure you don’t need any help?” Mike asks from his cushioned chair , 
slouching against the desk. He had become so tall over the years the 
chairs weren’t big enough for him anymore. 

“Ok, fine. Maybe I slightly overestimated my abilities.” He chuckles 
breathily, stealing Mike’s chair as the boy towers over him, picking 
up the camp bed. 

They’re in Mike’s basement, despite Will’s protests that he isn’t in any 
danger. “You said that last time,” was all Mike had said before taking 
his hand and pulling him onto his bus. 

“Mike, if you blow that up any further, it’s going to pop.” Will sighs 
in fake exasperation as Mike grins back at him, giving the bed one 
last puff before sealing the plastic cap. They smile at each other for a 
moment until the voice of Karen Wheeler interrupts them. 

“Michael! The phone’s ringing for you!” 

“Shit, that must be El. I forgot to cancel date night tonight! She’s 
gonna be so pissed!” Mike flies down the stairs, Will able to hear the 
quiet “shit, shit, shit,” as he ran. 


“How much trouble are you in then?” Will asks, unable to mask the 
laugh in his tone. 

“She got Max on the phone. Max.” Despite Will’s lighthearted 
approach to the situation, Mike’s tone is thick with despair. “Every 
single time I do something wrong, Max is there! It’s like she’s trying 
to break us up.” 

“Careful, they might be spying again.” Will replied, his voice resigned 
to the fact that this was going to be a long night. It’s not that he isn’t 
happy for Mike, having a girlfriend who he loves, and for so long too. 


It’s more that— well, does he need to talk about it quite so much? 
“They’re always spying, conspiring against me. Might as well just 
break up with her.” Will’s head snaps up at this comment, his eyes 
filling with shock. Mike has never said anything like this before about 
El, but when he looks into his eyes, he has the same gaze he gave 
Will when he made him stay over tonight. 

“Don’t be ridiculous Mike, you’re starting to sound like Lucas and 
Max.” Will exclaims, deciding to play the words, and the look that 
came with them, off as a stupid impulse decision. 

“Will, Pm serious.” 

And Mike won’t say anything else about it for the rest of the night. 


“Come on boys, it’s time to get up!” Karen greets in her usual 
kindhearted tone, the one she uses in front of non-family members. 
Mike says something that sounded like “go away Mum”, before 
pulling the covers over his head. Will, however, hasn’t slept at all. 
Why would Mike want to break up with El? And why would he tell 
Will that then refuse to talk about it for the rest of the night? With a 
few more protests, Mike is finally out of bed, dragging Will with him. 
“I did something stupid.” Mike says once they’re out of Karen’s 
earshot. 

“What did you do this time?” Usually, Will would’ve laughed slightly 
(Mike’s poor decision making had become a joke between the two of 
them) but, after hearing about El all night, his heart is laced with 
torment, and so is his voice. 

“I broke up with Eleven. I left her a call on the walkie-talkie, not 
expecting her to pick up, then Max was on the line and, like, telling 
me off, so I need to find a way to apologise to her because it was a 
total nightmare of a decision and...” Mike’s voice dims into a 
background chatter as Will just stands there, dumbfounded. He’s 
confused with the behaviour exhibited from his best friend; before 
last night, all he wanted to talk about was Will and how he’s feeling, 
but he has one problem with El and Will’s just... forgotten? It 
painfully reminds him of the summer of ‘85, and the way Mike 
treated him: Castle Byers, bailing on Cerebro, the theatre, the mall, 
D&D. And he’s pissed off, really pissed off. 

“Well, looks like we’re going to the mall today then.” He says before 
walking downstairs calmly, despite his racing heart. 


“Seriously? Thanks, man, I really need this,” Mike smiles gratefully as 
he races down the steps behind him. 
Will just tries to ignore the anger in his veins. 


“Is there anything under ten dollars that will make her forgive me?” 
Mike asks Will, eyebrows furrowed. 

“Yow’re the expert, Mike, I don’t have a clue when it comes to girls.” 
“Then why did you bother coming?” 

“Because we’re supposed to be friends, and I’m trying to be 
supportive of your relationship.” Will says, a slight bite to his tone. 
“Sorry man, I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just frustrated because I 
don’t even know if I wanna be here.” 

“Meaning?” 

“When I said I was serious about breaking up with El, I meant it. I 
don’t know if I like her romantically anymore. I don’t know if I ever 
even did!” 

Will stops suddenly, his face blank, and Mike is worried, until he 
bursts out laughing. But when he laughs, it doesn’t sound like a laugh 
- the kind of laugh that doesn’t reach his eyes. But then Will’s face, 
and his laugh, return to normal, leaving Mike wondering if he 
imagined it. 

“You’re an idiot, Wheeler. Let’s just go to the quarry for the rest of 
the day, it’s warmer than yesterday anyway.” Will says, the smile still 
not quite leaving his face. Mike smiles back, despite the guilt in his 
stomach; Will’s face looked the same as that day outside the newly- 
destroyed Castle Byers, and it makes Mike feel sick. 


“Are you gonna stay friends with El?” Will asks curiously, unable to 
stop the words before they leave his mouth. 

“Hey, no talk of girls, that’s the rule,” Mike replies, but he’s grinning, 
and Will knows he’ll answer the question if he asks again. 

“But are you?” He can’t help the smile that spreads across his face 
when he asks again, unsure as to why. They’ve been at the quarry for 
two hours now, and numerous chocolate and candy wrappers lie at 
their feet, along with a few that are yet to be eaten. 

“I don’t know, hopefully. If Max doesn’t start all her conspiracies 
against me again. I feel like I should still apologise, it was a shitty 


way to end such a long relationship.” 

“Definitely apologise, it was a terrible way to end it.” Will agrees, 
picking up a Three Musketeers and peeling off the wrapper. 

“Yeah...” Mike trails off breathily, before his breath turns into an 
infectious laugh, looking at Will softly, the same way he looked at 
him yesterday. Succumbing to his exuberance, Will chuckles back, a 
foreign emotion filling his heart. Foreign, but brilliant. 


“Will, have you seen my keys? I’ve been looking for an hour now,” 
cries a worried (as usual) Joyce Byers. When Will returned home last 
night after his day with Mike, she was sat on the couch, sobbing. Will 
still feels slightly guilty for forgetting to call her and let her know 
where he was, but he pushes the thought to the back of his mind, 
shaking his head in response to her question. 

“Pm sorry, Mum, I haven’t seen them in ages.” He’s about to leave 
the house when his mother’s tap stops him. 

“Wait, Will, you never told me where you were yesterday, or why 
you didn’t go to school.” 

Will sighs. 

“I was with Mike, he needed to go shopping for an apology gift for El, 
then he decided to just stay broken up, so we went down to the 
quarry for an hour or two.” ‘Or four’ he thinks, but shrugs it off. 

“And last night?” 

“Mike’s.” And with that, Joyce nods and the door is shut behind him. 


“Will! You’re never going to believe this!” The excited yet angry 
voice of Max is loud in his ear the second he sits down next to her, 
the rest of the bus engaging in a dull chatter. 

“Mike and El broke up?” He questioned knowingly, raising his 
eyebrows at her slightly. 

“You were with Mike?” 

“Kind of, but I was asleep when it happened. He told me in the 
morning.” 

“Tm going to kill him!” 

“Sure,” Will smiles at her and squeezes her hand. The two have been 
close for a while now, despite her hatred for his best friend. Max 
thinks Will can do better though, and Will thinks Max should be less 


mean sometimes. 

“And in other news,” Max begins, looking down at the floor, “I think 
me and Lucas might be over for good.” Despite her turning her head 
away, Will can see the tears pooling in her eyes. 

“Are you sure? I mean, you’ve broken up loads of times before, you’ll 
probably make up.” Will phrases the sentence like a question, causing 
Max to let out a sob, the tears spilling out over her cheeks. He 
reaches out and wipes them away gently, letting her sob into his t- 
shirt while whispering words of comfort in her ear. 

“I know it’s probably for the best though, we weren’t exactly the 
healthiest relationship dynamic.” Max looks up at him from his 
shoulder, and Will nods. 

“Tt still hurts though.” He says quietly, eyes full of empathy, and Max 
wonders how he’s experienced it before. She nods in response to his 
remark, and they’re quiet for the rest of the journey. 


When they reach the school, Mike and Lucas’ bus has already arrived, 
and Max panics, not wanting Lucas to see she’s been crying. Will 
helps her wipe the tears away as well as possible, and when she gets 
off, after one last hug from Will, she walks straight past the party and 
towards El. The two, both heartbroken, don’t seem like they’re in any 
mood to interact with everyone else, and Will looks at Mike to see 
guilt in his eyes. 

“Should I apologise to her today, or can it wait for tomorrow?” Mike 
asks, a hint of unease in his voice. 

“Tt can wait,” Lucas sighs, “I’m breaking up with Max today.” 
“Seriously?” Will asks loudly, causing both Lucas and Mike to stare at 
him in shock. 

“You okay Will?” Mike asks in a worried tone, but it feels superficial, 
and Will hates that. 

“Sorry, it’s just that she was upset earlier and I feel bad for her. 
Maybe you can put it off another day or two? Mike could apologise 
today?” Will tries his best to keep his smile perfectly pleasant, but 
he’s getting a bit annoyed at having to be there for all his friends, 
while nobody was truly there for him. Mike, sometimes, but girls 
have been his top priority for a long time now, and same with Lucas 
and Dustin. Will feels left behind because he doesn’t like girls and he 
can’t come out to his friends just yet, he’s waiting for a time when all 
of them are talking. 

“Its not a bad idea. I could apologise right now.” Mike nods, smiling 


gently at Will, who he can see is getting annoyed. 

“No! You need to wait! You’re really going to take girl advice from 
Will?” Lucas exclaims frustratedly. 

“Shut up Lucas, and Will’s right. I should apologise as soon as I can, 
because the longer I wait, the less the apology means. Like with Max, 
now you don’t really have any choice but to break up with her, since 
it’s been almost a fortnight since you spoke to her without arguing!” 
Will is shocked at the way Mike just snapped at Lucas. Ever since he 
got a girlfriend, he’s been trying to get validation from Lucas that 
he’s doing it right. But he’s just stuck up for Will Byers, who’s even 
more helpless than he is. He doesn’t understand why he did it, but he 
still smiles at the thought of Mike being there for him. 


“Hey, I’m sorry about dragging you into all this girl drama again, I 
know it annoys you,” Mike says sympathetically to Will after Lucas is 
gone, “it'll all be over soon, when Lucas breaks up with Max and I try 
to apologise to El.” Will nods, smiling up at Mike as the taller boy 
puts his arm around his shoulder, just the way he used to. Butterflies 
arise in Will’s stomach as they walk to first period together (physics 
again). 

“Shit, Mike! Did we have homework from physics on Monday?” Will 
panics slightly. 

“T don’t know, we were out for the last quarter of the lesson, and El 
hardly would’ve told us after what I did.” Mike’s voice is a lot more 
calm, almost soothing towards Will. 

“This is bad. I’ve never missed a homework! Never!” Will is 
beginning to really panic now and Mike grabs both of his hands, 
stopping him in his tracks. 

“Will, calm down, it’s just one homework, you can still get into 
Harvard or whatever, just explain that you weren’t there when the 
homework was set.” Will can’t help but smile, even through his 
panic, and Mike grins back as they walk into the classroom, not 
letting go of his hand. 


Notes for the Chapter: 
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3. Breakups and Breakdowns 
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Mike is confused. Physics is usually exhausting for him, but with his 
lack of half a lesson, whatever Miss Brackley’s saying is unintelligible. 
He nudges Will and gives him a look that says “what the hell is going 
on?” Will shrugs, his fingers drumming against the desk in a kind of 
rhythm. Mike studies his face for a second, seeing that the boy is the 
palest he’s been since the flashback, and part of him wants to laugh. 
Nevertheless, he feels for Will, despite his constant worries. He 
almost reaches forward and places his hand on top of Will’s to stop 
his (slightly annoying) tapping, but stops himself, questioning his real 
motive. His hand had practically been itching to get back towards 
Will ever since he let it go, and this made Mike feel an odd sensation 
in his stomach. Not bad, just... odd. He looks down at his hands and 
shakes the thought out of his head. 


“Homework, boys?” It’s the end of the lesson, and Mrs Brackley is 
walking around the class asking for homework. 

“Will did his homework, Miss, but I stole it from him to copy without 
him knowing, then left both at home. It’s not his fault.” Mike says 
quickly, before Will can mess up the situation. Will looks across at 
him for a moment in shock, before the mean-spirited teacher pats his 
hand, grabbing Mike’s wrist and sentencing him to a detention. 

“And I want that homework on my desk by Friday, young man.” She 
adds, her eyes shooting daggers at the mess of raven hair sitting on 
Mike’s head. As she walks away, Will finds his voice. 

“Thanks, Mike, you didn’t have to do that.” 

“You owe me, now I have to sit through detention with that witch!” 
Mike says airily, though he feels slightly ill at the concept. Will smiles 
gently, before the grin fades as his eyes go hazy. Mike furrows his 
brow, confused as to what is going on, until both Will’s hands fly up 
to his head, and Mike realises he’s having another flashback. 
Grabbing both his hands and pulling them down to his level, Mike 
begins to gently soothe the boy, but panicking as sweat drips down 


his forehead. He grabs both sides of Will’s face and raises his voice 
slightly, lowering one hand to his chest to make sure his heart is 
normal. Then Will wakes up, and Mike’s entire tense body relaxes, 
gently removing his hands from the boy. 

“Holy shit Will, you scared me! Was that another flashback? Are you 
okay?” Will silences his friend with a small shake of his head, before 
breaking down in sobs, relieved that it’s only the two of them left in 
the classroom. Mike instantly stands up, pulling Will into his chest. 
Will hugs back, his arms around Mike’s back, squeezing him tightly. 
Mike almost winces, but doesn’t protest; Will needs him right now, so 
he’s going to be there. He holds him as he bawls into his chest, gently 
rubbing circles into Will’s shoulder and neck with his free hand. 


When the two finally part, Will is late for English, his favourite 
subject. However, instead of chastising him, Mrs Gray sees his red 
and puffy eyes, and pretends not to notice the boy skulk in. He takes 
his seat next to Max, who notices his hunched frame and looks at him 
worriedly. She gives his lower arm a squeeze and looks at him 
pointedly as his head moves in her direction. 

“Pll explain later,” he whispers, and she nods; again, Mrs Gray turns 
a blind eye, and Max gently takes his hand, which he squeezes a little 
and smiles down at her. 


When class ends, and Will is leaving with Max, she raises her 
eyebrows at him, as if to say “tell me then!” Will sighs. 

“I had another flashback, but it’s fine, Mike was there.” Max mutters 
something along the lines of “of course he was...” but before Will can 
retaliate, she’s responding louder. 

“Are you gonna tell your mum anytime soon? This is the second one 
you’ve had, Will, remember last time?” 

“Its not those kind of flashbacks, and... wait— how did you know 
about the first one?” Will stops in his tracks, brown eyes staring 
harshly into Max’s blue ones before she looks down at the floor 
sheepishly. 

“Mike— uh— he’s just worried about you Will, he didn’t tell anyone 
else. Just me.” She peers up at him worriedly, and, just for a second, 
Will is furious. White-hot anger rushes through his veins, threatening 
to show itself in his face, frustrated tears bubbling just below the 


surface. Can he trust anyone, anyone at all? Constantly talking about 
him behind his back, treating him as if he’s breakable, something to 
be careful with. It’s as if, even with everything they’ve been through 
together, Will still has no real friends. But, once again, he ignores the 
onslaught of emotion, nodding at Max gently. 

“It’s fine. You were just being good friends. I’m surprised you and 
Mike were able to speak to each other without an argument.” His 
sentences are sharp, but he adds a playful tone to his last statement, 
Max giving him a relieved smile in return. 

“Trust me, we did not!” She reciprocates his lighthearted pitch, 
carrying on walking to meet with the party. Will can’t help but smile 
slightly at the happiness of his friend, even with his own turmoil. 


“Here comes Max.” Lucas says, his tone grim. 

“You’re gonna do it now?” Mike asks, confused, “ But Will said—“ 
“Tm trying to end it as early as possible. The longer I wait, the more 
awkward it gets!” Lucas whisper-yells, aware of the rapidly- 
approaching Max and Will. When they arrive, Max is about to walk 
past the boys when Lucas grabs her wrist, asking her to talk alone. 
She just nods, her face resigned to the fact that it’s over. Will gives 
her one last look of encouragement before she walks away, losing eye 
contact. The boy debates whether to bring up Mike’s conversation 
with Max, but eventually decides against it. He doesn’t need any 
more drama in the party. He stands in frustrated yet comfortable 
silence next to Mike, watching the wooden door of the room Lucas 
and Max had entered a minute ago for signs of movement. As if on 
cue, the door flies open and Max storms out, the look on her face 
enough to send someone six feet under. Will wordlessly follows her 
outside; he knows the feeling of needing a friend after something like 
this, and he wants to be there for Max. When he pushes open the 
door, he sees he heading for the gate that acts as a barrier between 
the school and the outside world, and breaks into a run, catching her 
shoulder just before she reaches the fencing surrounding the field. 
“Are you okay?” He asks, out of breath. He knows the question is 
lame, but he can’t think of anything else to say; Max’s distressed face 
leaves him wordless. 

“Fine.” Max replies nonetheless, attempting a smile, which comes out 
as a grimace. Will looks at her gently. 


“Don’t look at me like that Will. I knew it was coming anyway.” She 
barely reaches the end of her sentence before she turns away from 
him and walks out of the gate, leaving him wondering what he did 
wrong. Before he has time to contemplate it, Dustin comes up behind 
him, ushering him back to the cafeteria. 

“Come on, we only have five minutes left! Mike’s on his own back 
there.” 


“Is Lucas still in there?” Will asks, “the bell went two minutes ago 
now!” 

“Probably crying over his breakup. As if it wasn’t his own fault.” 
Mike rolls his eyes and Will can’t help but smile up at him, the other 
boy oblivious. Will has math next, a class he shares with none of his 
friends. Usually, he would be fine (he enjoys maths, it all makes 
sense) but the idea of being away from his friends scares him at the 
moment, the reason unbeknownst to him. His hands shake slightly, 
causing Mike to give him an “are you okay?” look. He just nods and 
smiles, but Mike doesn’t give up. When Dustin is gone, he takes Will’s 
hand gently. 

“Are you sure you’re okay,” Mike’s face is concerned again, and Will 
feels a burst of the same anger as earlier, but ignores it, “because you 
had another flashback earlier, and I’m getting worried.” 

“I would probably be better if you weren’t telling the entire party 
about them.” Will snaps, unable to stop himself. Mike’s face is 
stunned yet hurt, and Will feels immediate guilt rush into his blood, 
heating up his cheeks. 

“Will— it was just Max, I was worried, she kept telling me to shut up 
anyway, I didn’t think she was going to tell you about it—“ Mike’s 
rambling is interrupted by Will shoving past him into his math 
classroom, leaving him stood in the halls, upset and confused. 


Will is completely unable to focus. He’s always like that nowadays, 
but it’s worse than ever now. He feels sick just thinking about the 
way he treated Mike; he just pushed away the one friend who’s there 
for him unconditionally. Feeling a lump build in his throat, Will turns 
his focus back to the schoolwork, desperate to just get a few 
questions done. 


When the bell rings for lunch, Will doesn’t head over to the party as 


usual. Instead, he heads towards the gate around the vast field, which 
is mostly empty; Will’s class has been let out early. He pushes open 
the gate, surprised by the lack of security, then runs as fast as he can 
to the quarry. Over the years it’s become his safe place, somewhere 
he can be alone when he needs to think. And right now, he needs 
that more than ever. Almost the moment he sits down, guilt clouds 
his mind and sends tears spiralling down his face. Memories of the 
flashback hit, and he finds himself sobbing harder, unaware of the 
person above him yelling his name. When he finally does hear it, he 
looks up only to look down again immediately, for Max Mayfield is 
stood above him, slowly sinking down to match his sitting height. 


“He won’t be mad at you. He understands that it’s bad at this time of 
year.” Max reassures, her voice quiet and filled with the aftermath of 
a sugar crash. Her head is laying on the floor of the quarry, her toes 
dipping into the water ever so slightly, flip-flops lying abandoned 
next to Will. He’s since calmed down from his sobs and explained to 
Max what had just happened. It seems that Max’s solution to every 
problem is to buy ice cream, because as he licks the remnants of his, 
he finds that he feels better. His argument with Mike was stupid 
anyway, and things will be better tomorrow. Mike’ll understand, he 
always does. Max laughs with him about utter nonsense until she has 
to go home. 

“My dad’s pretty strict, he’ll get upset if ’m home late.” She smiles as 
she gives her explanation, only for it to fade into a frown of dread as 
she turns away; she’s twenty minutes late already, and her concealer 
is empty. 


Notes for the Chapter: 


So I’ve decided that everyone’s gay, don’t even try 
and stop me. 


4. You told me things were fine now! 


Notes for the Chapter: 


This took forever but I had loads of shit to sort out in 
the real world so this is a bit of a filler for now. 


Mike wakes up in the usual way: his mother storming into his 
bedroom with a superficial kind tone. He’s fine for a moment before 
he remembers his fight with Will, and his heart drops like a stone, 
fresh guilt filling its place. He didn’t mean to hurt Will, and he 
certainly didn’t expect Max to tell him, despite her hatred of him. 
Even so, he brushes the thought from his mind, promising to talk to 
him at school. 


On the bus, Lucas is completely silent, Mike assuming this is because 
of his situation with Max. Things don’t seem too great between the 
two, what with Max disappearing from school after the breakup, but 
that’s the least of Mike’s worries right now. He needs to focus on 
apologising to El, and fixing things with Will, if anything needs to be 
fixed; Mike isn’t sure. When the bus eventually arrives at the school, 
Mike and Lucas are late, and the party are already gone. Mike sighs 
in defeat, making his way over to art. At least he sits next to El. He 
can apologise to her then. So, with his heart heavy and his thoughts 
filled with guilt, he trudges to art class, lugging his heavy school bag 
behind him. 


“Lucas, what the hell is the answer to number four?” Will asks, 
exasperated. He’s usually a good student, but when it comes to 
woodworking, he’s completely useless. Thank goodness it’s a theory 
lesson, or somebody around him would probably be in the ER by 
now. 

“Uhhhh, coping saw?” Lucas’ eyebrows raise at the end of the 
sentence, and when Will looks over at his paper, nothing is written 
down. He sighs heavily and opens the dusty textbook, flipping to the 
back to find the page with the answers, Lucas looking slightly 
offended. As he opens the book, he sees a flash of something on it, 
something big, and dark, ominous. But he blinks, and it’s gone. Gone 


from his vision at least, as the hairs on the back of his neck stand to 
attention, trying to grasp the threat. 

Then the door slams open, making Will jump, and a girl walks in, 
with her layered hair just past her shoulders, dyed a dark grey colour 
with two pink strands at the very front. Freckles litter her pale skin, 
her brown eyes scanning the room, taking mental notes on everything 
inside. As she sits down, Will notices two badges pinned to the fabric 
of her shirt, situated at her right shoulder. One of them is a typical 
Hello Kitty badge, looking strange compared to the dark fabric of her 
AC/DC shirt, but that isn’t what draws his attention. It’s the one next 
to it, a tiny rainbow pin in the shape of a heart. Will finds himself 
unable to stop looking at it, before the teacher begins snapping at the 
girl, chiding her for being late. She looks up apologetically past her 
winged eyeliner, her expression out of place on a girl that seems so... 
edgy. 

“Sorry sir,” her smile is sickly sweet, “I’m new here, I had trouble 
finding the classroom.” Will shudders slightly at the juxtaposition of 
this strange girl, but she notices, and gives him a slight frown, her 
eyes then diverting towards the worksheet that was previously in her 
empty seat. 


The rest of the lesson goes by without incident, until the very end, as 
Will is leaving the classroom. He feels a slight tap on his shoulder, 
and turns around to see the new girl facing him, sweet smile once 
again filling her face, causing Will to notice a small dimple in her 
cheek. 

“Hey, I’m Maisy. Since I’m new here, I was wondering if you could... 
y know, show me around and stuff? Only if you want to.” Will can’t 
help but be mesmerised by Maisy, with her strange hair and even 
stranger personality, so he nods speechlessly, not sure if he’s able to 
form words. She smiles and falls into step beside him, pulling out her 
timetable. 


At recess, Mike is quieter than usual, probably a result of his fight 
with Will. However, his head snaps up so fast Max fears his neck 
might break when he catches a glimpse of Will walking to the table 
with a strange-looking girl. He sits down opposite Mike, the girl 
taking the empty seat between them and catching Max’s eye. Despite 


his confusion, he ignores her and turns straight to Will, who is 
already looking at him. He smiles awkwardly, which Will 
reciprocates, and, with a sudden burst of courage, he takes Will’s 
hand from across the table. 

“Pm sorry. I don’t want to fight with you, I was just worried about 
you. I want you to be safe.” Mike whispers, leaning towards Will’s 
face so that the girl doesn’t hear. The boy nods and smiles gently and 
apologetically up at Mike, squeezing his fingers slightly. Then, all of a 
sudden, both boys are overly conscious of how close together they 
are: if Mike were to move his face forward by an inch, they would be 
kissing. They part quickly, Mike finally paying attention to this 
random girl. 

“Who are you?” He asks, rather rudely despite that not being his 
intention. 

“Pm Maisy, it’s my first day here.” Nevertheless, she responds to him 
with a smile wide and genuine enough to light up the room. Mike 
almost recoils, expecting the girl to be sarcastic and annoyed, and 
looks over at Will, who gives him an “I know, right?” glance. Max 
leans over the table to start conversation with Maisy, who responds, 
enthused by someone finally speaking to her, as Mike and Will leave 
to find out where the hell the rest of the party is. 

When they eventually do find the party in the AV club, there are still 
ten minutes left of break, and Lucas is making a point of ignoring 
Will, something nobody else understands. After a few minutes of this, 
Mike gives Lucas a look, as if to say “stop that now”, but Lucas 
pretends he doesn’t see it. Will’s face is slightly distorted, his features 
morphing into an expression Mike dislikes seeing on his otherwise 
soft face. It’s like a mixture of anxiety, anger and hurt all at once, and 
it drives Mike to budge a little closer to Will. The boy notices this, 
and peers up at Mike nervously, who gives him a reassuring look, 
discreetly putting his arm around Will’s back. Almost instantly, his 
thoughts go into overdrive: 


Is this normal Mike? 

Are you doing this for the right reasons? 

Yes, I’m just comforting a friend; this isn’t middle school for God’s 
sake, not everything’s queer. 


The last thought is firm, drowning out the other two more troubling 
ones. Then all of a sudden Mike is dragged out of his thoughts by the 


door slamming open, and Max walking in, followed by Maisy. 
“Thought we’d find you guys in here. Maisy, this is the party: Dustin, 
El, and that one you know all about.” She points to the respective 
members of the group, glaring at Lucas as she finishes her sentence. 
The girls sit down next to El and opposite Will and Mike, who are sat 
next to Dustin. Lucas is sat on the desk, caught up in deciding 
whether to glare at Max or Will. He eventually decides on Max, and 
so Mike’s gaze follows him to the familiar redhead, who is innocently 
rubbing her eye (hay fever). However, when her hand moves away 
from her eye, Mike notices a bruise, poorly covered by the minimal 
concealer left on her face. 

“Max—“ he starts, before thinking about the rest of his sentence. Her 
eyes meet his quickly, confused at his urgency. “We need to talk— 
now.” 

“What’s going on?” She asks him as he opens the door to the AV club, 
practically pushing her. He just looks at her for a few seconds, 
analysing the severity of her injury before deciding that it’s only a 
day old, if that. 

“You told me things are fine now.” He says quietly, more to himself 
than to Max, whose express ion is growing more and more confused, 
and slightly annoyed (her usual expression when around Mike). 
“Things are fine where?” 

“With Neil. You told me he stopped after— after Billy.” His voice 
lowers at the end of the sentence; he knows Max doesn’t like to talk 
about her home life. 

“Things are fine, Mike! Now shut up before I make you.” She 
whisper-yells; clearly his tone wasn’t quiet enough. 

“Then what is...” he gently pokes the tender bruise under her eye 
“this?” Max winces, leaving Mike wondering if the bruise is worse 
than he thinks. But before Max can answer, the bell rings, and she 
pushes past Mike and towards her next lesson, leaving him stood 
there with his brow furrowed slightly in concern. But before he can 
worry too much, the door to the AV club opens, revealing El, who 
Mike has since made up with. So he smiles at her softly, not wanting 
to worry her as she walks past him. 


Will’s pen rests lightly against his paper, not a single word written; 
he’s usually brilliant in English, but he can’t focus today. The thought 


of Lucas being mad at him fills his mind, enough to send him into a 
full-size panic attack. He tries desperately to think of anything that 
he might have done wrong since first period, but nothing comes to 
mind. The substitute teacher is getting frustrated with a student a few 
rows across, but to Will, it’s just background noise until Max jostles 
him roughly. He makes eye contact with her, startled, when she 
whispers in his ear. 

“You okay? You seem a bit distracted.” 

“Fine, just... is Lucas pissed off with me?” Max shrugs, giving Will’s 
arm a squeeze. 

“Wouldn’t worry about it, he’s just like that sometimes. You and Mike 
okay now?” 

Will nods, smiling at the mere thought, before he notices Max’s smile 
falter as she looks away. 


And of course he’s seen the bruise on her eye. How could he miss it? 


5. Am I - queer? 


Notes for the Chapter: 


This has a bit more Byler in it than the last chapter, 
but possible CW for mentions of physical abuse and 
mild sexual thoughts towards the end. 


“Are we nearly there?” Will whines. It’s almost ten o’clock at night, 
and Dustin is dragging the party out to go stargazing. 

“We’ve been walking five minutes Will!” Mike sighs; this is his third 
time asking. 

“Its not that bad. It’s quite warm, really.” 

Maisy says, smiling at Will. She’s become fast friends with Max and 
Will, even Mike is warming up to her, but Dustin and Lucas stay 
indifferent, not wanting any new members in the party. 

“You moved here from Alaska! Everywhere is warm to you!” Will 
laughs, though slightly jittery. He’s on his third coffee of the night, 
with two more thermoses in his backpack, hence the over excitement. 
Mike grins, reaching over and taking Will’s thermos out of his hand 
to have a lengthy sip of coffee that leaves the smaller boy trying 
desperately to grab it back. Mike laughs harder as Will begins to 
jump, eventually catching his waist to make sure he doesn’t fall to 
the ground. Will laughs back, snatching his coffee back from Mike’s 
cold hands as he unsuspectingly looks away for a moment, reassuring 
himself that the group aren’t carrying on without them. 


When they finally reach the top of the hill, Mike and Will set up their 
shared blanket, Mike sitting down before Will gets the chance to 
straighten it. Will is about to push him off, smiling, but then Lucas 
pointedly shoves past him, killing the mood slightly. Will just lies 
down next to Mike after that, nervously looking over at Lucas every 
ten seconds. 

“He'll get over himself. Whatever he’s mad about, it’s not your fault.” 
Mike mutters lowly into his ear. 

“What if I’ve done something I don’t know about?” Will sighs, 
looking up at Mike from the ground. 

“Then he can tell you, and stop acting like we’re still in sixth grade. 
Seriously Will, I hate seeing you worried.” The last sentence makes 


Will smile and close his eyes slightly as he looks down at the picnic 
blanket below him and Mike, and Mike grins back, patting his 
shoulder gently. 

“Hey,” the voice jerks them out of their joint trance, “are you two 
gonna come and stargaze or just lie there all night?” Lucas looks 
irate, and Will gets up quickly, Mike following him to where the 
party is gathered around the telescope. 


According to Dustin, the fact that it’s so cold means it’s the “perfect 
weather for stargazing”. The party disagree. 

“Dustin, I can’t see anything, your big head is getting in the way!” 
Max whines, earning a laugh from El and Maisy. Will pushes Max to 
one side, telling her to let him use the telescope, when she flinches. 
Hard. Will just looks at her for a second, his face asking all the 
questions. Max tries to take the easy route out by shrugging it off and 
pushing Will back so she can look back into the sky, but he holds her 
still, catching her off guard. 

“Max, what was that?” 

“What was what?” 

“T barely touched you, Max! Why did you flinch like that?” His voice 
is low, careful not to alert the rest of the party. 

“Sensitive instincts.” She phrases the statement like a question, 
causing Will to sigh heavily. 

“Guys,” he raises his voice so that the party can hear him now, “me 
and Max are gonna go and get more thermoses. With the amount of 
stars I’ve seen so far, we could be here a while longer.” The boy’s face 
is painted with a grin, and Max wonders how he masks his emotions 
so well. She just nods and lets Will pull her down the hill in a way 
that would be seen as gentle, except his grip on her arm is like a vice, 
and she doesn’t dare pull away. 


When they get to the bottom of the hill, only a few hundred metres 
away from Will’s house, he drags her into a bush. He’s been silent the 
whole way down, so Max’s panic is on high alert; when he reaches 
out gently for her shoulder, she flinches again, backing up against a 
tree. 

“Pm not gonna hurt you.” He whispers softly, and this time she 
manages to hold herself still, allowing him to gently pull the fabric of 
her jumper over her shoulder. However, as soon as Will sees the 
purple bruise spreading from the crook of her neck to just above her 


chest, his eyes widen considerably, and Max’s vision begins to go 
blurry. When she blinks, tears roll down her face, which Will wipes 
away gently, having earned her full trust. 

“Are there any others?” She can hear the dread in his voice, the 
horror at what he’s just seen. 

She just shrugs, unsure if she’s able to say anything. Will takes both 
her hands, and she squeezes as if her life depends on it, sobs escaping 
from her lips. He pulls her gently into his arms, smoothing her hair. 
He kisses her head before pulling away once the tears stop and Max 
calms down. 

“You can stay at mine whenever you need, okay?” He reassures her 
as they begin to trudge up the hill. 


When they finally get to the top, thermoses in hands (they had to go 
back down again because they forgot), Lucas looks ready to burst. 
Mike smiles at them both as Max sits down next to him, whispering 
something in his ear. Mike nods gently, discreetly giving Max a quick 
side hug (holding her waist rather than her injured shoulder), and 
Will assumes she explained to Mike why they took so long. Will 
remains stood at the edge of the hill, watching Dustin and Maisy 
argue relentlessly over which star they had just seen, until Lucas 
decides to go home. As he walks past Will, he shoves him so hard 
that he loses his footing and falls backwards against something warm. 
Then he feels arms around his waist and realises somebody has 
caught him: Mike. 

“What the fuck!?” He yells at Lucas, who doesn’t answer, just walks 
away into the night. “You okay?” He mumbles into Will’s ear, his 
voice slightly husky from shouting. He nods gratefully and Mike 
removes his arms from his waist. Will’s hands shake a bit after that, 
because even through their jumpers, his touch felt damn good. 


As Mike walks onto the bus, taking his usual seat, his face is surlier 
than usual. He fought with his mom this morning, and he really can’t 
be bothered to deal with Lucas right now. As if on cue, the bus makes 
its final stop at Lucas’ place, and when he gets on the bus, Mike 
moves his bag onto the vacant seat next to him. 

“Hey.” Mike hears before his bag is thrown back onto his lap by 
Lucas, who clearly didn’t take the hint. 

“What was all that about last night? What did Will do to you?” He 


gets straight to the point, catching Lucas off guard for a second. 
“Have you not been seeing what I’ve been seeing lately? Ever since I 
broke things off with Max, he’s practically been throwing himself at 
her! I don’t even want to think about what happened at the bottom of 
the hill.” He shakes his head in despair, arms folded across his chest 
as Mike looks at him incredulously. 

“You’re kidding me, right? You’ve been a total dick to Will for the 
last few days because of some grand conspiracy you’ve made up in 
your head? Will and Max are certainly not doing anything, and Will 
does not like her!” Mike finds himself snapping at Lucas, his fists 
clenched as if ready to hit him despite knowing he could never win 
that fight. His entire face heats up at the thought of Will dating 
anyone, especially Max. For the entire rest of the journey, both boys 
are silent with a mixture of anger and dread. 


When the bus arrives at school, saving Mike from the awkward 
tension building up between him and Lucas, he bounds towards Will, 
who is hunched over with El, peering at a notebook in her hands. 
“Hey, Mike! Wanna join our bet?” He asks excitedly before Mike 
gives his shoulders a squeeze from behind, alerting him of Lucas’ 
presence. Will’s smile immediately falters when he catches the 
withering glare being given to him, but sighs with relief when he 
walks straight past the party. 

“What’s the bet?” Mike asks, as if nothing has just happened. 

“Me and El are betting fifty dollars on when Hop will ask Mom to 
marry him. El thinks he’ll do it by the end of the year, but I think he’s 
too chicken. He’ll do it on New Year’s Day, right after the whole 
midnight kiss thing.” 

“Awww, romantic.” 

“I know, right? You have to join my side Mike, we can get a hundred 
dollars! Imagine the amount of sweets we could buy with that.” Mike 
laughs at Will’s excitement, promising to join his side. 

“On another note, how many coffees have you had this morning, 
Will? You’re practically bouncing up and down.” 

Will mumbles something along the lines of “three”, but is interrupted 
by the loud screeching of the bell, reminding them that they’ve got 
biology next. 


Once in the biology class, Mr Eastfence tells everyone in the room to 
stand against the back wall, due to a change in the seating plan. Will 


looks up at the plan messily scrawled on the board and his heart 
drops like a stone. Troy Walsh is sat on the very end of his row, right 
next to him, and Lucas on the other side. A week ago, Will would be 
relieved by the presence of a party member, but now the very 
thought of sitting with Lucas for an hour is just unbearable. Max 
notices his panic from her assigned seat, and gives him a reassuring 
look, which Will knows is well-intended, but unhelpful right now, 
and so he glares back before thinking, causing her to look away 
quickly. 


Surprisingly, biology isn’t completely unbearable, the class being held 
in silence for most of the lesson. The teacher is in a terrible mood, 
snapping at every sound from a student, whether that be talking or 
simply getting something out of their pencil case. Troy gets in a 
couple of nasty shoves and looks, but not much more than that. The 
bullying has toned down slightly since the whole broken arm debacle 
in middle school, despite Will not being there to witness it. Lucas, on 
the other hand, completely ignores Will, treating him as if he’s a 
stranger and not somebody he’s known since first grade. He’s been up 
all night wondering what the hell he did to make Lucas so very mad, 
yet coming up with nothing but confusion and a hint of anger; if 
Lucas has a genuine reason to be upset, why doesn’t he just fucking 
talk to Will? The boy remains baffled by his friend’s behaviour, and 
possibly, just possibly, sneaks a crafty yet painful elbow of Lucas’ ribs 
as he shoves out of the classroom, his anger bubbling just below the 
surface. 


Will and Max stroll over to the AV club, presuming the party will be 
there again. They’re proven right when they open the door to Mike 
and Dustin sat next to each other, arguing over whether Marvel or DC 
is better. Mike loves Marvel, while Dustin strongly advocates for DC. 
However, Will notices Mike’s smile falter slightly at the sight of Max 
next to him, despite the knowledge that they have both biology and 
geography together. Will and Max’s straight-A grades never dipped, 
landing them in almost every AP class (with the exception of gym), 
whilst Mike only got into AP physics and history, classes he shares 
with Will; he doesn’t particularly mind, as AP classes are stressful, 
and he doesn’t need any more of that. Seeing Will with Max ignited 
something inside him, an ugly emotion; yes, he finds Max annoying, 
but he’s never particularly hated her. Until now. Now he just wants 


her to stay six feet away from both him and Will at all times. He’s 
confused as to why the idea of Will dating someone makes him so 
angry, the feeling being scary enough on its own, without the added 
fears. “Am I queer or something?” That’s what the voice in his head 
keeps whispering, every time he looks into the soft eyes of his best 
friend. He would’ve held Will for longer last night, but, well— he 
could feel a boner coming at the sensation of Will’s ass against him. 


Fuck. He’s completely and utterly screwed. 
Notes for the Chapter: 


Mike gay panicking is literally me around anyone I 
find attractive Imao. Also this chapter came from my 
almost overdose on caffeine, so forgive any mistakes. 
It’s midnight where I live. 


6. Mutual panic 


Notes for the Chapter: 


Again, this is a caffeine fuelled disaster so please 
excuse typos and my shitty writing. 


Mike’s jaw clenches as he watches Will and Max laughing with each 
other over some stupid book from English class. Is it really possible 
for Lucas to be right? It seems to make sense now he’s looking for it, 
understanding the reasons for Max’s behaviour lately. Yes, Will’s been 
having flashbacks, requiring more concern from his friends, but it just 
— feels different; the sideways glances when Lucas acts like a dick, 
the way they always look at each other when the group is laughing, 
the reason they forgot the thermoses last week. Mike knows that Will 
was talking to Max about her bruises, but that doesn’t mean 
something else didn’t happen! 

“Mike, you okay? You seem a little zoned out today.” Will asks, 
snapping him out of his thoughts. He jumps for a second, but then 
catches hold of himself, smiling and nodding over at his friends. Max 
looks at him questioningly for a moment longer, but Mike gives her a 
dangerous look, and she winces, turning back to Will. Despite this, he 
can feel Maisy’s eyes on him from his left, and his heart rate increases 
considerably. 


Two weeks go past with no event, just Mike trapping himself in his 
own personal torment, asking himself pathetic questions and being 
increasingly vindictive towards Max, much to her dismay; she had 
thought Mike would at least try to be kind after what he discovered. 
His mind keeps wandering back to the night the party went 
stargazing, right before everything he thought he knew went to shit. 
His brain is mush, and, to add insult to injury, he has four tests this 
week. Four. Goddamn. Tests. He’s already taken two, and failed both. 
He wishes in vain that his mind will stop travelling back to Lucas’ 
words on the bus, watching Will laugh with Max, Maisy looking at 
him suspiciously all the time, as if she wants to say something, but 
just isn’t quite sure whether she should or not. The party wants to 
meet at the quarry today. It’s become a hangout spot for everyone 
over the years, despite the negative connotations it holds. Mike still 


has to remind himself today that it’s fine, it’s not his friend’s place of 
death. It’s just the nearest body of water that it’s possible to swim in, 
and, in this warm weather, they appreciate it greatly. Even so, he 
isn’t sure if he wants to go. Everyone’s going to be there, except for 
Lucas. He seems to have left the party, and is now hanging out with 
some random jocks from the basketball team. Mike thinks their 
names are Travis and Theo, but he can’t be completely sure; he’s 
never even spoken to them in passing, let alone long enough to know 
anything about them for certain. His thoughts travel back to meeting 
at the quarry later, and his fingers start drumming against the desk, 
earning a dirty look from Nancy. A new carpet is being put in 
upstairs, so the entire family is stuck in the same three rooms for the 
day. Except Mike. He can go down to the basement if he wants (it’s 
been off-limits to the rest of the family since he was 11), but he stays 
in the kitchen to annoy Nancy as she studies. 

“Can you stop that? This is an important document. If I mess it up, Pll 
be fired.” She snaps, causing Mike to drum his fingers louder and 
closer to her. She swats his hand away as he shoves it in her face in a 
way only a younger brother with the privilege of antagonising his 
tired older sister would. 

“Mike, leave your sister alone.” Ted mumbles from the couch, his 
usual lazy tone falling from his mouth. Mike and Nancy both roll 
their eyes, but Mike trudges down to the basement nevertheless. At 
least in there, he can be alone with his thoughts, no parents or 
siblings interrupting him. Until Holly runs down with some friend 
from school, clearly not expecting Mike to be in there. She’s nine 
now, and has little to no respect for anyone’s boundaries within the 
family. Even so, the glare Mike sends her way is enough to make her 
nod apologetically and rush back up the stairs to the family room, 
dragging the other girl with her. He sighs heavily, staring at the clock 
on the shelf where El’s makeshift bed used to be. He has to be at the 
quarry in twenty minutes, and so he breathes out shortly and pulls 
himself off his chair. 


“You’re late, Mike!” Will exclaims, an expression of fake annoyance 
painting his delicate features. Mike can’t help but smile despite the 
feeling of painful longing in his heart when he looks into his eyes. 

“Only five minutes,” he mumbles in response, forcing himself to look 
away from Will and towards the rest of the party, who are already in 
the water. Without hesitation, Will pulls off his shirt, wading in to 


join their friends, and Mike can’t help but check him out as he walks 
away. His body has become more muscled over the years, each one 
visible as he moves, tensing whenever he uses physical strength. He 
just stares for a few moments before Maisy turns up, nudging him 
gently out of his trance. 

“Very subtle.” She murmurs in his ear, a small smile spreading across 
her face. Mike looks down on her in a panic, his eyes wide, mouth 
half open with shock, which makes her laugh. 

“What— I don’t— I— it’s not like that.” He eventually settles on, only 
increasing Maisy’s laughter. 

“Mike, chill! It’s fine, you think I wear this for fun?” She asks, 
indicating the rainbow pin hanging loosely off of her denim jacket. 
Mike’s eyes flit down towards it briefly, as if scared that if he looks at 
it for too long, he’ll be confirmed as a complete— complete fag. It’s 
the only word he knows (other than queer) to describe people like 
Maisy— and possibly him, but he brushes that from his mind. 
“What— what’s it...called?” He blurts out, embarrassed by his 
complete lack of knowledge. Maisy, however, isn’t even phased. 

“Gay, queer, lesbian, if you’re a girl.” The words fall so casually from 
her mouth, and Mike almost marvels at her sheer fearlessness, as if 
the words are just okay to her, not a symbol of a life filled with sin, a 
person full of demons and greed. He must’ve stared for too long, 
because she reaches out and squeezes his hand gently, Mike finding 
himself unable to do anything other than look down at the chipped 
black nail polish on her fingernails. 

“Sorry... I’m not good with- with this...” he doesn’t finish his 
sentence, causing her to look at him sympathetically through her 
dark lashes, hand still resting against his. 

“Come over mine later. We’ll talk properly, my parents are on a 
business trip.” 

“Are your parents ok? Like, with you?” He whispers the last sentence, 
looking around cautiously to check for eavesdroppers. 

“Oh, god no, if I told them, they’d kick me out. But the thing is with 
homophobic parents, is they refuse to see anything in their child as 
gay, so it’s not too difficult to hide.” She laughs as she says this, but 
her smile has a different, sadder, tone. However, Mike doesn’t have 
time to analyse this as she runs down to the lake, immediately 
engaging in a splash-battle with Max. For a moment, he just stares at 
the floor, shocked at the interaction he’s just had, but then he pulls 
himself together and walks slowly down to join everyone, catching 


Will’s eye with a subdued grin. 


And so Mike, still slightly shell shocked, finds himself stood on 
Maisy’s front porch at 8pm on Saturday night, fiddling with the fabric 
of his shirt. She opens the front door as soon as she hears the bell, 
much to Mike’s surprise; the rest of the party are obnoxiously slow 
just to annoy him, and he’s gotten used to it over time. 

“Hey, Mike!” She greets, her face elated as a five year old trying 
cotton candy for the first time. He can’t help but smile back at her 
infectious energy as she opens the door to let him in, leading him 
upstairs to his bedroom. When they walk in he sits down on her 
double bed, mimicking the girl’s actions. Maisy reaches down under 
her bed and pulls out a little box, which rattles lowly as she tosses it 
gently onto her duvet, a dark blue canvas covered in constellations. 
Her entire room is gorgeous; a wall filled with fake vinyl records, a 
shelf filled with real ones, her peach walls contrasting perfectly with 
the white of her desks and wardrobe. Draped over her full-body 
mirror is a long strip of fairy lights, which stretch over her bed and 
part of her desk too; they’re the only thing illuminating the room. 
Opening the lid of the box, Maisy reveals a huge collection of 
different pride badges, all with the same trademark rainbow. Circular 
plastic ones, metal ones in the shape of a heart, small earrings tinted 
with the different colours, et cetera. Mike’s eyes widen at the sight, 
the part of his brain that makes responsible decisions telling him to 
look away. This is wrong. His parents would be ashamed if they 
could see him right now. There’s nothing okay about this. However, 
for once in his life, he ignores the voice telling him not to touch 
Will’s face, not to squeeze him tighter, not to think about him in the 
depths of the night as his pillow rubs against him with a soft, slow 
rhythm, and reaches out to touch one of the badges, eyes fascinated 
and curious. He runs his fingers over the smooth, cool metal, 
completely lost for words, fingers beginning to gently shake against 
the varnished paint. 

“Wow...” is all he can bring himself to whisper, nothing else coming 
to the mind where so many words and ideas usually store themselves, 
messily racing to the front of his mind where they beg to be written 
down. 

“You okay?” Maisy’s gaze is cautious; she’s never helped someone 
accept themselves before, and especially not somebody who is in 
such early stages as Mike. 


“Yeah— just a little overwhelmed.” And the small smile that’s been 
twitching on his face for the past thirty seconds becomes wider and 
more confident. 


Will is tired of this. Mike’s been distant for the past two weeks, 
meaner than ever to Max, and now he’s disappeared from his house 
for two hours? There’s only one thing that fills the boy’s mind, and he 
is so certain of it that he’s almost resigned to the fact that Mike has a 
new girlfriend, and he’s almost entirely sure that it’s Maisy. He 
resolves to talk to him about it when he gets back, and... since he’s 
here already, he may as well sleep. Mike surely won’t mind, it’s not 
like Will hasn’t ‘borrowed’ his bed before. He used to do it all the 
time at sleepovers, leaving Mike the cold wooden floor. He never 
complained though, sometimes even offering Will the bed when he 
would stay the night. And so, with that thought in mind, he drifts off 
to sleep lazily, his eyes fluttering closed in the complete comfort and 
safety of Mike Wheeler’s bed. 


When Will wakes up, sunlight is pouring through the window, and he 
momentarily panics before remembering that it’s Sunday morning. 
No school, thank god. He quickly adjusts to his surroundings, 
awakening from his groggy state to remember his internal monologue 
last night, and his eventual rest. Leaning over the bed, he sees Mike 
asleep on top of a makeshift sleeping bag composed of two pillows 
and a bunch of throws from his living room. Will nudges his hip 
gently to wake him, causing him to gently groan out and open his 
eyes, his face turning instantly pink when he sees the boy hovering 
above him. Will, however, takes the noise as an expression of fatigue, 
and grins at Mike. 

“You know, you could’ve just kicked me out.” He chuckles as his 
friend adjusts his position to comfort the crick in his neck. 

“Yeah, but it was late when I got back and I didn’t want to wake 
you.” 

“Mike, are you— are you dating Maisy?” Shit. Why did he come 
straight out with it like that. Stupid, stupid, stupid. His tone reeks of 
jealousy, his face needy and his fists clenched around the duvet 
above him. 

“No! Oh my god, no,” Mike is laughing, saving Will from his 
otherwise eternal pit of despair, “no, it’s not like that. She’s just... 


2) 


helping me out with something, that’s all.” Will knows better than to 
question what, as when Mike has a secret, he keeps it locked away 
permanently, and there’s no getting anything out of anyone. Speaking 
of secrets... 

“Ok. Um, Mike, if I tell you something, would you keep it secret?” He 
nods, face concerned and inquisitive. “I’m— uh— shit, I’m gay.” 
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7. Relief 
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Mike’s jaw drops in a way that would be comedic to Will if he wasn’t 
so goddamn nervous. He feels as if he can almost see Mike’s thoughts 
whirring behind his eyes, but is just not quite able to read them. His 
breath begins to hitch in his throat after approximately five seconds 
of open-mouthed staring, but his panic attack is thankfully called off 
by Mike reaching over (almost hesitantly, much to Will’s concern— is 
his sexuality changing things already?) and taking his hand with both 
of his. 

“Will, I-“ 

“Sorry. Sorry, sorry, please don’t let this change things, if you want 
we can pretend it never happened, I can distance myself for a—“ 
“Will!” Mike cuts off his rambling — maybe Will’s attack was only 
delayed by Mike’s movement — and smiles gently, softly, barely even 
visibly, but it’s a smile. It’s something. Some of the tension in the 
smaller boy’s shoulders dissipates, but he can’t completely relax, not 
without a definite, undoubted answer. So he looks down at Mike, his 
gaze anticipatory. 

“That’s fine, it’s gonna take more than who you love to ruin our 
friendship!” His voice has a tone to it that Will can’t quite place, like 
relief, but not quite, a hint of panic still remaining. However, this is a 
positive reaction. Acceptance. The one word he’s strived to achieve 
since fourth grade, when Troy called him a fag for the first time, and 
he swore to himself that he would find others, people who love him 
for who he is. And he has, he finally has. So he focuses on that, any 
other thoughts taking a backseat, ready to nag him in the early hours. 
Mike smiles and pushes himself upwards to hug Will, arm around his 
back shaking slightly. Will instantly hugs back, burying his face in 
Mike’s shoulder to prevent the inevitable tears leaking from his eyes. 
Mike is still his friend, no matter what. The sigh of relief that escapes 
from the taller boy’s lips doesn’t go unnoticed by Will, but it leaves 
him perplexed, so he doesn’t mention it. He wants to savour this 


moment, make it last forever; this feeling of validation, it’s the only 
thing giving him enough courage to slow his breathing and stop his 
hand trembling under the weight of Mike’s. And if when he pulls 
away, the beginning of a confident smile is on Mike’s face, neither 
acknowledge it. 


“So does the rest of the party know?” It’s been a few hours since Will 
told Mike about himself, but they decided to stay at the Wheelers’ for 
a while, as Karen is off somewhere (she mentioned a hotel and her 
friends) while Ted is working overtime, giving Mike some extra 
freedom, though within the confines of Nancy’s bad mood. 

“No, I can’t seem to get a word in edgeways while everyone’s arguing 
all the time.” Will laughs, but his eyes hold a kind of deflation, 
disappointment despite his low expectation. 

“Yeah... sorry, I’ve been causing drama with Max for no reason.” 

“No! Not you and Max, that’s pretty par for the course, I’m talking 
about Lucas walking off for reasons still unknown.” Mike’s hair flops 
onto his forehead, sweaty in the mid-June heat as he nods, chuckling 
bitterly. 

“He thinks you’re hitting on Max.” He says lowly, ashamed he hasn’t 
already told Will this. The smaller boy is silent for a few seconds, and 
Mike’s mind is ready to activate overdrive when he bursts out 
laughing, beautiful, genuine laughter, and Mike realises that Will 
hasn’t been this joyful in a long time. He supposes hiding a secret 
such as Will’s must take an emotional toll on the beholder. 

“Max—“ he sputters, face flushed with hilarity, eyes bright, “he was 
mad because he thought I liked Max! Oh my god, this is hilarious.” 
His laughter is infectious, and soon enough, they are both laying next 
to each other on the wooden floor, staring up at Mike’s starred ceiling 
and letting out the final chuckles of dying hysterics. 

“Pm still pissed off with him though.” Mike says, remnants of 
laughter still painting his face. 

“Yeah, me too. We could always burn down his house with fireworks. 
It’s the Fourth of July soon.” 

“Will!” Mike tries his best to look scandalised, but more laughter 
creeps into his voice. “The Fourth of July isn’t for another month, I 
can’t wait that long!” And before long, the two are yet again falling 
apart with giggles on Mike’s bedroom floor. 


“T think we had too many cookies.” 
“Yeah,” Mike chuckles, taking a hold of Will’s hand as Will tries not 
to heat up rapidly. 


Unfortunately, as is the law of time, Monday does eventually come, 
bringing unbearable heat with it. Will is practically dying on the bus, 
Max’s head on his shoulder telling him that she feels the exact same 
way. 

“Max, can I tell you something?” Shit. Why did he choose now, while 
he’s already warm enough. The nervous blush then arrives, as if on 
cue, making him slump in his seat even more. 

“Sure, what’s up?” 

“T like— I like boys. In the way I’m supposed to like girls. Don’t— 
don’t be mad.” His entire body is trembling with tension, silently 
awaiting Max’s answer. 

“I know.” Is all she says, closing her eyes as the heat seems to 
increase by a hundred degrees. 

“Wait— what?” Is all Will can find it within himself to say, despite 
his fear falling away slightly. 

“Yeah, I’ve known since we met. It’s quite obvious really, I’ve seen 
the way you look at him.” 

“Who?” His voice has a certain urgency to it now, the kind of panic 
only a pining person discovered would have. 

“Mike, of course, who else?” A heavy sigh immediately falls from 
Will’s lips, as he nods in confession. 

“Yeah... just— don’t tell anyone. I’ve told Mike about— about me, 
but not the other thing.” 

“Don’t worry, my lips are sealed.” Max says, giving Will a quick side 
hug, one that he gratefully returns. 


When the bus arrives at school, Mike is already there, talking 
awkwardly with El, who had been dropped off by Hopper. El never 
takes the bus, as she doesn’t like the smell or the loud noises, 
meaning she is always the first one at school due to Hopper’s early 
departure for work. 

“Will!” She yells when she sees him, running over to hug him 
happily. 

“Hey, El, you only saw me an hour ago, what’s up?” Will is only 


slightly concerned, as El’s face is excitable. 

“Tm just thanking you in advance for the hundred dollars you and 
Mike owe me.” 

“Oh shit.” He makes eye contact with Mike, who grins sheepishly. 

“I definitely joined the wrong side.” He chuckles, patting Will’s 
shoulder as he walks over. “We have physics after break by the way.” 
“Yep, I’ve got my homework for you to copy.” Mike nods with a 
relieved smile, and as he strolls away to his first class, Will sighs with 
relief. Nothing at all has changed. 


“Oh my god, Maisy, how are you alive right now?” Mike asks, pulling 
at the heavy fabric of her skirt. “You must be boiling!” 

“T am,” she groans, resting her head against the wooden table, only to 
recoil when the heat of it burns her head, “can it be cold again?” 
“Where’s Max, by the way?” Will asks, curious at the disappearance 
of his friend. 

“Oh, she got dress coded for wearing a tank top and she said some... 
unsavoury things to the teacher. They’ve called her dad and she’s 
been sent home.” Maisy sighs, then her brows furrow in confusion 
when Will and Mike share an alarmed look. However, she doesn’t 
have time to question it when they both shoot up, leaving just Maisy, 
El and Dustin to be confused and concerned. 

They both speed-walk (they’ll be shouted at for running) towards the 
cast iron gate, and look around for curious passers-by before Mike 
hoists himself over, helping his shorter companion over it. 

“You think she’s okay?” Mike asks, fidgeting with his hands in worry. 
“I don’t know. How come yow’re so upset? All you’ve done for the 
past fortnight is start arguments with her.” 

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about her. It’s just our way 
of showing love!” Both boys know he’s lying, but don’t mention it, as 
it’s not the time to quarrel. They run in silence towards 5280 Old 
Cherry Road, Mike debating whether to take Will’s hand, not 
knowing that Will is wondering the same thing. When the finally 
arrive, Mike knocks harshly on the door, which is then opened by a 
red-haired woman, whom Mike assumes is Max’s mother. 

“Sorry, who are you?” 

“Mike. Mike Wheeler, I’m a friend of Maxine’s. And this is Will. We 
need to see her, now.” 

“Tm sorry, but she’s grounded right now—“ she doesn’t have time to 
finish her sentence before Mike shoves her out of the way and tears 


up the stairs, leaving an embarrassed Will to apologise to the shocked 
woman. 


The door to Max’s bedroom busts open, revealing an anxious Mike. 
He gasps as soon as he sees her, in all her beaten glory. 

“Mike! What the fuck are you doing here?” She whisper-yells, her 
cheeks flushing a bright red. 

“Maisy told us you got sent home - me and Will - we were worried, 
because Neil...” he trails off, taking her in properly. Her cheek is 
plastered with blood, a cut across it that looks like it’s been done 
with a belt, and each of her knuckles is bruised, as if she’s tried to 
punch back, but failed. The fading bruise beneath her eye has been 
renewed, a pinkish spot ready to turn purple, which is accompanied 
by choke marks on her neck, and the worst part is her leg. It’s 
hanging off the bed she lays on, covered with blood and bruising, 
shaking violently. It’s not quite bad enough to request professional 
treatment, but she’s not going to be able to walk for a while. 

“Pm fine Mike. Just leave. I’ll be back in school in a few days, but 
you need to leave, or I'll be in more trouble. Please.” Her eyes are 
desperate and scared, and he knows that if he doesn’t get her out of 
here she’s going to get another beating as soon as he leaves. 

“The window. How far does it open? We can climb out, Max, and 
you'll stay at mine. My mom, she’ll know exactly what to do.” 

“Mike, if they find me at yours, none of the party will ever see me 
again. I won’t be allowed to hang out with you, go to school with 
you, even talk to you! So leave.” Her bottom lip begins to quake as if 
she’s about to cry, and he dives down from his spot beside her door 
and pulls her gently into a sitting position, hand not leaving her 
shoulder. 

“I can’t leave you here, okay? Just... just come with me and Will, 
we'll figure it out. Anywhere is safer for you than here.” She nods, 
and lets herself go limp as he pulls her onto her feet, helping her to 
the window. She lets out a little gasp of pain as he lifts her out with 
him, barely able to fit both of them through with his tall frame. To 
his surprise, Will is stood on the ground beneath them, pacing 
anxiously across the driveway. 

“Hey, Will! Up here!” Mike yells loudly enough for Will to hear, but 
not loud enough to disturb anyone else. Will’s head shoots up, and he 
gasps when he sees the state of Max. Instantly, he pulls himself up 
onto the low roof, using the door handle to gain enough height. 


“Holy shit...” he mutters, staring down at Max’s bruised form, before 
taking her out of Mike’s weak, incompetent arms and jumping down 
off the roof, again using the door handle as leverage. Mike does the 
same, lagging behind slightly as Will runs into the woods, searching 
for a hiding place. Will hates getting in trouble, so the thought of 
being caught technically kidnapping someone is horrifying to him. 
However, when he finds a hollow tree big enough for the three of 
them to crawl into, he doesn’t hesitate to place Max inside first, 
knowing that she is in the most danger. He shares a slightly shell 
shocked look with Mike, who wraps an arm around his shoulders and 
quickly hugs him before crawling inside with Max. 


“Mike, are you sure this is a good idea?” Nancy questions, staring at 
Max, who is laying on Mike’s bed, asleep. 

“What, you wanna send her back there?” 

“Of course not, but can’t she stay at the Byers or something?” 

“She doesn’t want El to know, and Maisy’s staying over with her 
tonight too.” Nancy sighs, and looks over at the injured girl, pity 
filling her eyes. 

“Okay, but it’s just temporary. And mom and dad better not find 
out.” 

“Deal.” Mike says, shaking his sister’s hand before she walks out of 
the room, leaving him sat at his desk looking guiltily at Max. 


“Will! Can you come down here please?” Joyce calls, leaving Will 
confused as he jogs down the steps towards his kitchen. 

“What’s up?” He asks, staring at the slip of paper in his mother’s 
hands. 

“You’ve been given a detention for truanting, Will. Why?” 

“Oh— I don’t— there was a problem with... the party.” 

“Will, you know you can talk to me if something’s wrong, right?” 
“Yeah, mom, I’m fine, I just forgot my physics homework and didn’t 
want to get into trouble.” He lies, warranting a suspicious look from 
Joyce, who just pats his head and sends him back upstairs. 


Max isn’t in school the next day, predictably, but Mike assures Will 
that she’s fine, to his relief. However, his good mood is short-lived 
when someone shoves him harshly while he’s stood at his locker, 
with a mutter of “fag” falling from their mouth. Usually it would be 
okay, Will is used to it. But when he turns to look at his attacker, he 


sees the familiar army green of Lucas’ coat, and a flash of his face 
before he turns away, Will trying his best not to cry. 


Notes for the Chapter: 


Sorry for this I need somewhere to dump the mess 
that is my brain. 


8. Fourth of July 
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“He called you a what?” Mike’s face is like thunder, and his fists 
clench instinctively, frightening Will slightly. 

“Tl kill him,” Max chimes in from the corner of the room, “I’ve been 
looking for an excuse for a while now.” She’s feeling better now, after 
two days of being helpless and bedridden, camping out in the 
basement. She’s still partially immobile, but is just about able to limp 
short distances with the help of Will or Mike. A bandage is wrapped 
messily around her bloodstained calf, tied tightly by Mike, who 
watched carefully for any signs of pain. 

“Really? Good luck with that,” Will chuckles, “I’m sure it’ll be fun to 
get caught immediately.” 

“Hey, I could do it! I’ve been watching this show where this guy 
killed a load of people in Los Angeles, and he didn’t get caught!” 
“Max, Richard Ramirez absolutely got caught.” Mike sighs, unable to 
stop a small breath of laughter escape his throat, before his attention 
turns back to Will, sitting on the bed with him and Max. 

“T can’t believe Lucas would do that. Like, I know he’s annoyed with 
you, but why the fuck would he say that?” 

“He’s just mad,” Will shrugs, “he’ll get over it.” Mike sighs, wrapping 
his arm around Will’s shoulder, who retaliates by resting his head on 
Mike’s. And there it is again, that feeling, like excitement and 
frustration and elation all at the same time. But Mike pushes it away, 
not ready to face it just yet. Then, making Will jump, the phone 
rings, prompting Mike to go and pick it up 

“Its for you, Will.” Mike says upon hearing the worried voice of 
Joyce Byers. Will nods and goes to pick up the phone. 

“No mom, I’m fine....sorry....1 didn’t realise the time....yes, I’m 
coming now.” Will places the phone back in its holder and sighs in 
exhaustion. “I’ve got to go now, my mom’s freaking out.” He smiles 
at Mike and Max, who reciprocate before he rushes upstairs and to 
the front door, closing it quickly behind him, leaving Mike and Max 
alone. 


“You wanna watch TV?” Mike asks. He’s been far nicer to Max since 
she moved in, what was once hurtful teasing returning to their 
normal joking routine. She nods, and he sets himself down on the bed 
next to her, pulling himself under the covers to increase his comfort, 
something that makes Max punch him slightly. 

“You better not steal them all.” She grins, picking up the remote 
while he jokingly pulls the covers over to his side, earning another 
playful punch. They eventually (after much arguing) decide on 
Poltergeist, Mike instinctively grabbing Max’s hand when she flinches 
at the face peel scene. She looks at their joined hands in surprise 
before looking over at Mike. 

“Mike, why are you being like this?” 

“Like what?” 

“Well, you’ve been awful to me for the past three weeks, and now 
you’re watching movies with me in your basement. And don’t lie, 
because you’re the worst liar to ever exist.” 

“I just...feel bad, because you’re injured and—“ 

“_T said don’t lie, loser.” Mike grins slightly, but it’s gone instantly 
when he thinks of the truth. 

“Fine, but you cannot tell anyone, okay?” 

“Not even Will?” 

“Especially not Will.” She nods, and Mike continues. “Look, I was 
mad at you because I thought that maybe, Will might’ve — y’know?” 

“No, I don’t know.” 

“Oh for God’s sake Max, I thought that Will liked you!” He snaps, 
only to be met with a moment’s silence before Max nods and rests her 
head on his shoulder. 

“That explains a lot.” 

“What, you’re not gonna do a big dramatic ‘why didn’t you tell me?’ 
routine?” 

“No.” 

“Thanks.” Mike smiles, and they continue watching the movie as if 
nothing has happened. 


Mike accompanies Will to his locker the next morning, in case of 
another... incident, much to Will’s protest— “I’m fine Mike” “it’s not 
that big a deal!” 

“How’s Max?” He asks, a common conversation between the two 


nowadays. 

“Better than yesterday. Definitely less annoying when she needs you 
to help her walk.” Will laughs at this, despite giving Mike a 
disapproving look, when they reach his locker. Will opens it up, 
pulling out his physics book and homework, smiling at Mike 
triumphantly (“see? Nothing happened”) as the taller boy just grins at 
him. However, as if on cue, Lucas shoves him against his locker, his 
insult louder than yesterday. Will rubs the back of his head, where he 
smashed into the locker, Mike’s worried face hovering above him. He 
opens his mouth to speak, but before he can, Will walks away from 
his locker, with a mutter that sounds like “let’s get to class.” 


When they walk into their physics classroom, they are late, earning a 
particularly harsh glare from Mrs Brackley. Mike raises his hands in 
apology, before grabbing Will’s hand beneath the rows of tables and 
leading him to their shared desk, not letting go once they sit down. 
Will almost clenches his fists trying not to smile at the small gesture, 
but he still fails. 


Weeks go by without any more gentle touches from Mike, or words 
whispered in Will’s ear in physics; it’s as if Mike has been replaced by 
a much less affectionate clone. Will wonders if he’s done something 
wrong, but has no courage to ask Mike, for that will inevitably end in 
disaster. It’s the Fourth of July in a few days, so the party are out 
shopping for fireworks, Maisy being told (to her disappointment) that 
she can’t buy 20 to store in her basement in case of the apocalypse. 
“But it’s necessary!” 

“Its actually the least necessary thing you’ve tried to buy today, and 
there’s been a lot of stupid stuff.” Mike argues, walking along the 
rows of sparklers. 

“Well when I’m dead at the apocalypse after you didn’t let me get the 
protection explosives, you’ll be sorry.” 

“No, Pll just be relieved that I never have to have this conversation 
again. And also, protection explosives? Really?” Maisy just nods 
stubbornly, Mike folding his arms and walking off to look at the 
Catherine wheels with El. Will just stands there for a moment, feeling 
a little lonely. A couple of weeks ago, Mike would’ve shared a glance 
with Will after such a stupid argument, or got Will involved, but now 


it’s like he’s just furniture that Mike walks around carelessly. 

“You okay?” Max asks, appearing next to him and clutching his arm 
as she leads him towards the star-shaped fireworks. 

“Fine.” Will shrugs, though the weight of his voice says the exact 
opposite. 

“Iwll be much better in a few days, trust me.” She grins, and Will 
doesn’t even bother asking what she means, because her lips are 
firmly sealed. 


The Fourth of July eventually arrives, bringing unimaginable heat 
with it. The party are practically flopping with exhaustion once they 
meet at the bottom of the hill they went stargazing on. When they 
begin their trek upwards, Maisy is instantly complaining, earning a 
playful push from Mike. She falls into Will, and before they know it, 
they’re all in hysterics, the laughter dehydrating them all, and, to his 
surprise, Will finds Mike’s arm resting itself around his shoulders. He 
debates making a snarky comment, but remembers Max’s words on 
Wednesday, and edges a little closer to him instead. 


When they finally reach the top of the hill, Will flops down almost 
instantly, Mike being dragged down with him. 

“Will, we do still need to set up the blanket.” He laughs at the smaller 
boy’s fatigued state. 

“Nope. Not moving until I cool down.” Will responds, at which he is 
handed a coke by Maisy. Eventually, Mike just ends up bribing Will 
with fifty dollars, which makes him move faster than a cheetah. Max 
helps lay down the blanket while Mike just sits next to Will, pulling 
all the snacks out of their shared bag. 

“No, Mike! Those are supposed to last all night.” Will exclaims, trying 
to wrestle a particularly large bag of M&Ms out of Mike’s hands, Mike 
responding by trying to pin Will to the floor unsuccessfully. Maisy 
and El just watch them, quiet laughter filling the air around them. 
“The fireworks should be going off in about half an hour, guys, be 
ready.” Dustin yells, pacing around with his new watch, fingernails 
tapping against the glass covering. 

“For God’s sake Dustin! Just come and eat snacks with the rest of us!” 
Max calls, walking back from the edge of the hill to size up the view. 
“Snacks that need to last us.” Will remarks, still attempting to get his 


M&Ms back, Mike now holding them teasingly above his head. 

“Just give up, Will,” Mike can’t stop laughing, filling his mouth with 
M&Ms as Will gets more and more annoyed. Around twenty minutes 
pass of this, Dustin’s yells of “12 minutes, 11 minutes, 10 minutes” 
growing tedious, Will eventually giving up his fight for the M&Ms, 
Max and Maisy settling down next to them. El is looking quizzically 
at Dustin’s watch. 

“No— El, the short handle means the hour and the long hand means 
the minute. Like, right now, it’s 9:27, see? Because the six means 
thirty in minutes!” 

“Dustin, you’re confusing her, just let her sit.” Max groans, though 
she’s grinning. 

“How long now, Dustin?” Mike yells, brow furrowed in question. 
“Two minutes! Shit! I repeat, everyone, we have two minutes until 
the firework display. Two minutes!” 

“Jeez, wish ld never asked.” Mike chuckles, pulling Will onto his 
feet, much to the other boy’s confusion. 

“Where’re we going?” 

“Tt’s a better view just over the other end, trust me. Plus, we won’t be 
able to see anything with Dustin running all over the place.” 

“True,” Will says as Mike, still gripping his hand, drags him over the 
edge, where they sit just out of sight of the party. The edge is steep, 
and Will feels his stomach lurch a little, before Mike presses his hand 
against his knee. 

“It’s fine, I wouldn’t do it if I thought it might be dangerous for you.” 
He smiles, almost nervously, and Will just nods, barely able to hold 
Mike’s intense gaze without falling off the edge. Then, with a 
drowned-out yell of glee from Dustin, the sky is suddenly littered 
with bursts of pink and blue and brilliant green, much to Will’s 
excitement. He’s surprised when Mike edges closer and wraps an arm 
around him, but doesn’t object, the touch sending lightning down his 
spine. 

“Beautiful, aren’t they?” Mike mumbles into his ear, and Will just 
nods, looking at Mike’s face, closer to his than it’s ever been. Mike’s 
eyes drop down to his chapped lips slowly, then up to Will’s eyes, as 
if asking for permission before he leans in any further. Will knows 
that if he turns away now, he could lose the one thing he’s always 
secretly craved, his guilty pleasure in the night, and so he just cocks 
his head slightly towards him, and Mike leans forward and presses 
his lips to Will’s. It’s everything Will imagined it would be, fireworks, 


explosions, lightning, stars exploding in his heart, happiness almost 
too much to contain. No wonder everyone always craves this 
intimacy, this feeling of wanting more. He kisses back instantly, his 
lips moving against Mike’s in a kind of rhythm, both of them 
completely in touch without needing to say anything, the way they 
always have been. Will tangles his fingers in Mike’s hair, Mike’s free 
arm moving to clutch his waist, and Mike lets out an inarticulate 
sound, enough to make Will smirk against his lips as he feels his face 
heat up. And when they both pull away for air, all they can do is 
smile. 


Notes for the Chapter: 


Dustin is a mood in this chapter and nobody can 
convince me otherwise. 


9. AV club 


Notes for the Chapter: 


Sorry that this one is so short, I currently have severe 
writers block :( 


Anyway, enjoy this Byler fluff with a side of Lucas 
being a dick even though I love him in canon. 


Oh shit. Tomorrow is the beginning of the last week at school before 
summer break, and the first time Will’s going to be seeing Mike since 
they kissed during the firework display. Half of Will is excited, 
remembering the way Mike held his hand the whole way back home, 
but the other half is overcome by butterflies. What if it was just heat 
of the moment, and Mike doesn’t return the feelings Will has been 
holding within himself for years? What if the rest of the party are 
unsupportive, same as Lucas? Will runs the same thoughts over and 
over in his head before he sleeps, fiddling with his duvet cover 
nervously. 


Eventually, after quite some time broiling in dread, Will must’ve 
fallen asleep, because he is cruelly awoken to the screeching of his 
alarm clock, reminding him of the day ahead. With a sigh, he pulls 
himself out of bed, then takes ten full minutes choosing a deodorant 
that he thinks Mike will like. After another fifteen minutes spent 
carefully selecting an outfit, Will realises he’s going to miss the bus if 
he doesn’t hurry up, so, getting dressed and scooping up his school 
bag, he rushes out of the front door. 


Once he manages to get to the bus (which he very nearly missed), he 
takes his usual seat next to Max, who is excitedly waiting for him. 
“Will! What happened with Mike? Did you kiss?” She lowers her 
voice on the last sentence, aware of their busy environment. 

“How did you know?” Will’s eyebrows pinch in confusion, his eyes 
searching Max’s to find anything other than excitement for him. 
“Well, Mike got Maisy’s help because he’s kind of useless, then Maisy 
told me because she can’t keep her mouth shut.” Max grins, and Will 
can’t help but reciprocate, giving her arm a playful punch. He’s 
relieved to find not even a trace of displeasure or disgust in Max’s 


expression, feeling his stomach relax just a smidge with that feeling 
of acceptance. 


After a while more of casual conversation, Will feels the bus screech 
to a stop as it reaches Hawkins high school. Getting out, he catches 
Mike’s eyes instantly and they share a small smile, Will almost 
tripping over a bench as he basks in the comfort of Mike’s deep 
brown eyes, gazing into his with the same softness Will himself 
always used around Mike as children. Instantly, he feels a stab of 
butterflies in his stomach, and it’s a miracle he manages to stay 
upright as he walks towards the boy nervously. 

“Hey,” is all Will can get out of his mouth, smile threatening to widen 
to the point where he seems weird. 

“Hey. Can I copy your physics homework? I forgot to do it again.” 
Mike grins awkwardly, and Will distracts himself from gazing into his 
eyes as he pulls it out. As he leans over to give it to Mike, sitting 
down against the wall next to him, Mike leans over so his lips almost 
brush Will’s ear. 

“Meet me in the AV club at recess, itll be safer to talk there.” He 
murmurs, and his lips so close to Will’s skin send shivers down his 
spine. He just nods, resting his hand discreetly around Mike’s middle 
as he begins to explain the homework. 


Eventually, after what feels like hours of tedious lessons, the bell 
rings for recess. Will almost leaps out of his seat, but manages to slow 
himself down for fear of being shoved into a locker on his way out. 
He speed-walks down to the AV club, where Mike is already waiting, 
twiddling his fingers restlessly. 


“Hey,” he smiles as Will walks in, shutting the door behind him, “we 
should— probably talk.” 

“Yeah,” is all Will can get out of his mouth, throat closing up as he 
sits down opposite the other boy. 

“I don’t— I don’t know what I am, Will. Because I- I like girls, I’ve 
always known I like girls...” Will’s heart deflates a little “... but I also 
really like, well... you.” Will’s heart instantly re-inflates as if he’s 
never been sad in his life. A burst of emotion fills his entire body, so 
strong that he’s sure that if he wasn’t already sitting, his legs would 
give out beneath him. He doesn’t know how he’s lived for seventeen 


years without this feeling, the feeling of wanting to just float through 
time with nobody but the person right next to him. It’s lucky he even 
manages to collect himself enough to make his smile appropriately 
wide, rather than a creepy grin. 

“Well, we should probably do something about that,” he smirks, in a 
sudden burst of Mike-fuelled confidence, and is about to regret it 
when Mike grins conspiratorially and grabs Will’s hand over the 
table. 


Before Will even knows what’s going on, Mike has walked around the 
table to sit next to him, and his soft, slightly chapped lips are pressed 
against his. He instantly relaxes into the kiss, parting his own lips and 
reaching one hand up to play with Mike’s hair the same way he did 
on Friday. His other hand cups Mike’s face, brushing his thumb over 
the other boy’s freckled cheeks gently. Both of Mike’s arms wrap 
themselves around Will’s waist, pulling him so close their chests are 
pressed against each other, deepening the kiss. He lets out a slight 
groan as Will tugs on one of his curls, holding him even tighter than 
he knew to be possible, before the door flies open, lighting up the 
dark room. 


“Seriously? The door isn’t even locked!” Will recognises the voice as 
Max’s, though he can’t quite see her as his eyes adjust to the sudden 
light. When she does come into focus, she’s smirking at them both 
while they sit there, embarrassed. Maisy stands behind her, and even 
through Will’s partially blinded daze, he can tell that the two of them 
are holding hands. 

“She’s right, guys,” Maisy makes her way forward to sit opposite the 
two, “you have to be really careful. If anyone finds out, you could be 
beaten up, or even killed, especially in a town like this.” 

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Maise.” Mike gives her a sarcastic 
smile, and Will wonders for a moment when they got so close that 
they started to refer to each other by nicknames. The thought is 
wiped from his mind when Maisy kicks him under the table, and 
Mike runs over to her side of the desk so that he can push her 
without hurting himself in the process. Before long, the two are 
wrestling each other as Will and Max watch on, exasperated. 


The rest of the day drags along at a snail’s pace (bar lunch break, 


where he and Mike kept sneaking each other glances from the 
different sides of the table the party had confined them to — Dustin 
was worried about handjobs under the table), and when the bell 
finally rings to signal the end of the day, Will can’t get out of the 
classroom fast enough. He feels as if his good mood at the events of 
the day can’t be ruined, until he sees Lucas from the other side of the 
corridor, heading towards him. Will ducks his head down, telling 
himself to just carry on walking and hope for the best, when he feels 
a foot latch around the front of his ankle, tripping him over. As his 
face hits the ground, he hears Lucas snapping something at him. 
“Fucking faggot.” Blood drips from Will’s nose as his bottom lip 
quivers, threatening to release the tears filling his eyes, but instead of 
crying, he just gets up and walks away, fingernails digging into his 
palm so hard it threatens to bleed. 


As he pulls himself onto the bus seat next to Max, she instantly 
begins fussing over his nose, to which Will just swats her worried 
hands away roughly. 

“Lucas?” She asks, gently placing a hand on his shoulder, face twisted 
with fury. Will just nods, tears filling his eyes once again as Max 
wraps both arms around him from the side, resting her head against 
the top of his chest as she uses one hand to comfortingly rub his 
middle. “I’m gonna murder him in cold blood,” she mumbles against 
his chest, and he hugs her fiercely, indicating that he heard her 
muffled declaration. 


When Mike gets home, Max has already sneaked down to his 
basement, twiddling her fingers on his bed. Her face is distorted with 
a mixture of concern and rage, making Mike frown slightly. 

“You okay?” He asks, pointedly looking at the abused skin around 
her nails. Max always picks at her nails when she’s worried about 
something, and the party picked up on it pretty quickly when it was 
all she did for days after Billy’s death. 

“Fine.” She smiles unconvincingly at him as he sits down next to her 
on the bed. 

“Is it your stepdad?” His eyebrows pinch with resentment at the mere 
mention of him, but Max shakes her head vigorously, making him 
relax slightly. 


“Its Will,” she mutters, pulling on the skin around her nails so hard 
Mike has to grab her hands to stop her making herself bleed, “Lucas 
gave him a bloody nose earlier.” his expression darkens instantly, 
squeezing Max’s hands so hard that she winces slightly, causing him 
to let go with an apologetic glance. 

“Tt doesn’t make sense,” he muses, anger flooding his voice, “he’s 
mad at Will for supposedly hitting on you, yet he’s calling him slurs 
against gay people.” 

“T know,” is all Max can think of to say, and as she sees Mike’s fists 
clench against the blanket, she knows Lucas is not going to get away 
with this one. 


Notes for the Chapter: 


I had to stop writing about three times during the 
makeout scene just to squeal. My sister is not 
impressed. 


Author's Note: 


I swear Will’s not possessed again it really is 
flashbacks this time lmao. 


